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I wish I could persuade everybody that civil disobedience is
the inherent right of a citizen. He dare not give it up without
ceasing to be a man. Civil disobedience is never followed by
anarchy. Criminal disobedience can lead to it. Every State puts
down criminal disobedience by force. It perishes, if it does not.
But to put down civil disobedience is to attempt to imprison
conscience. Civil disobedience can only lead to strength and
purity. A civil resister never uses arms and hence he is harmless
to a State that is at all willing to listen to the voice of public
opinion. He is dangerous for an autocratic State, for he brings
about its fall by engaging public opinion upon the matter for which
he resists the State. Civil disobedience, therefore, becomes a sacred
duty when the State has become lawless, or which is the same
thing, corrupt. And a citizen that barters with such a State shares
its corruption or lawlessness.
It is, therefore, possible to question the wisdom of applying
civil disobedience in respect of a particular act or law; it is
possible to advise delay and caution. But the right itself cannot
be allowed to be questioned. It is a birthright that cannot be
surrendered without surrender of one's self-respect.
At the same time that the right of civil disobedience is insisted
upon, its use must be guarded by all conceivable restrictions. Every
possible provision should be made against an outbreak of violence
or general lawlessness. Its area as well as its scope should also be
limited to the barest necessity of the case. In the present case,
therefore, aggressive civil disobedience should be confined to a vindi-
cation of the right of free speech and free association. In other
words non-co-operation, so long as it remains non-violent, must be
allowed to continue without let or hindrance. When that position
is attained it is time for a representative conference to be summoned
for the settlement of Khilafat, the Punjab and swaraj but not till
then.
Young India, 5-1-1922